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Abstract
Homework is common practice in most elementary school classrooms as
teachers try to reinforce material learned in class through the help of parents and
families at home. However, research has shown homework to have little impact on
students’ academic achievement in the elementary grades. Homework can even cause
an increased stress level in young students, a negative impact on motivation, and
friction with family members. Elementary parents and teachers need to reevaluate
homework’s effectiveness and its impact on today’s busy families.
This project proposes reframing traditional paper-pencil review homework in
favor of family-centered reading time. When students are given too much homework,
free reading is often the first activity to be eliminated. Research reveals that free
reading has a greater positive influence on students’ literacy learning than traditional
homework. This project provides a current perspective on homework research, a
framework for creating meaningful literacy homework, and a means for improving
communication between parents and teachers.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Problem Statement
Parent involvement in their children’s education most commonly centers
around completing homework, though this widely used practice has come under
scrutiny after several studies have shown mixed and even negative effects on
academic achievement (Li & Hamlin, 2019). As learning standards in the classroom
have increased, teachers have come under pressure to ensure students make adequate
progress. Intending to help students learn to read, teachers have come to rely on
parents to continue the literacy curriculum at home and become “at-home” teachers
(Clarke & Comber, 2020). However, this power shift with parents now becoming
teachers requires parents to serve as learning supervisors without the pedagogical or
curricular knowledge teachers have. This new dynamic can create frustrating family
times as parents are not only expected to facilitate homework completion but also
ensure their children make proper book selections and diligently record time spent
reading at home in a daily log (Clark & Comber, 2020).
Despite its positive intentions, homework has not produced positive effects on
student performance. Moroni et al. (2015) argue that merely studying the quantity, or
how often, parents help with homework shows negative associations, but
investigating the quality of parent interaction when completing homework shows
vastly different results. Students who report their parent’s help with homework as
supportive showed higher achievement than students who report parental help with
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homework as intrusive or controlling (Moroni et al., 2015). In addition to controlling
parent and child interactions, homework has been linked to anxiety and stress in
young children as well as diminishing students’ natural love of learning (Vatterott,
2018). Therefore, the type and structure of traditional literacy homework need to be
changed to best support young readers and create positive family literacy learning.
Importance and Rationale of the Project
Homework is a well-ingrained practice of completing schoolwork outside of
the school day at home, whether that be unfinished work from school or extra,
mandatory work assigned by teachers to be completed with the assistance of families
in the afternoons, evenings, or on weekends. This extremely common practice has not
had universal support from researchers and investigations of homework and student
achievement have brought forward inconsistent and contradictory findings (Vatterott,
2018). These inconsistent results are not only a problem nationwide but
internationally as well. Baker and LeTendre (2005) in their book, National
Differences, Global Similarities: World Culture and the Future of Schooling found
that countries such as Japan and Denmark with high achieving students overall had
little homework, while other countries like Greece and Iran had high rates of
homework with low average achievement scores. These authors note that students in
the U.S. on average complete more homework than other countries but still score in
the average range.
Harris Cooper (1998), a leading researcher on homework from Duke
University, has completed numerous reviews on homework studies and found that
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“Researchers have been far from unanimous in their assessments of the strengths and
weaknesses of homework as an instructional technique” (Cooper et al., 1998, p. 70).
Cooper updated his research in 2001 to better correlate homework’s effect on student
achievement by grade level and found that while there may be some positive benefits
in high school, with less in middle school, homework’s effect on elementary students
was trivial at best (Cooper, 2001).
Despite its limited benefits, homework has been assigned and encouraged
beginning in the early grades. In 2006, the National Education Association promoted
the “10 Minute Rule” advocating for ten minutes of homework per grade (Pressman
et al., 2015). However, the actual amount of time students spent doing homework was
much higher, with students in kindergarten through second grade spending three
times that, with an average load of 25 minutes per day for students in kindergarten
(Pressman et al., 2015). Alfie Kohn (2006) similarly found that the rate of homework
given has increased for primary students, from 34% in 1981 to 58% in 1997, to 64%
in 2002. This concerning trend of increasing the frequency and amount of homework
for young students, who have recently transitioned from being at home taking
afternoon naps to seven-hour school days with additional work to do after school, has
serious negative consequences including changes to family dynamics, increases in
stress and anxiety, and diminishing young children’s natural love of learning.
Homework changes the family dynamic as parents shift to serve as at-home
teachers, which can take away valuable after-school family time as parents must
orchestrate homework time. With that, parents must create an at-home learning space
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with appropriate materials and convince young students, often exhausted from a long
day at school, to sit down and complete review worksheets. These mandatory at-home
learning times have been shown to cause stress and family conflict while at the same
time removing quality leisure time from families’ weekdays and weekends (Pressman
et al., 2015). A survey of over 1,200 parents found that half reported having a major
argument with their kids about homework that included crying or yelling (Kohn,
2006). Parent conflict is increased even further when students begin to struggle
academically. These conflicts can lead to negative, controlling parent attitudes toward
homework which can result in lower grades and self-confidence in students (Moroni
et al., 2015). For students who struggle and have problems in school, psychologist
Kenneth Goldberg (2007) states, “School problems in general, and homework
problems in particular, contribute heavily to emotional and behavioral difficulties
often seen in children, adolescents, and disabled adults” (p.32).
America’s teens are reporting shockingly high rates of stress related to school,
as the American Psychological Association’s Stress Survey revealed 83% of teens
reported school as somewhat or significant cause of stress (APA, 2014). This high
level of stress can negatively impact teens’ physical activity, nutritional health, and
sleep (APA, 2014). Although high school students most frequently report having
stress and anxiety related to school and homework, emotional problems in young
children related to school are becoming more frequent (Vatterott, 2018). Pediatricians
are reporting seeing more young patients for symptoms related to stress such as
migraine headaches and stomachaches, sometimes even ulcers (Abeles, 2015). Susan
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Sirota, a pediatrician from Illinois, notes that in the past she used to see physical
symptoms directly related to school stress that would occur on weekdays, but
disappear on weekends (Abeles, 2015). Dr. Sirota reports “Now there is no
difference – since so many children are continuing to ‘do extra school’ or just not be
able to relax on the weekends” (Abeles, 2015, p. 22).
Students’ negative attitudes towards homework can dangerously transfer into
their impressions about school and learning in general. Kohn (2006) labels homework
as the “single most reliable extinguisher of the flame of curiosity” (p. 17). This is
especially true for reading. Before mandatory homework, family reading time
included bedtime stories, trips to the library, and shared reading time. However, with
the push to continue academic reading at home, time spent reading as a family is now
focused on daily reading logs and required reading. Trelease (1982) warned that
children can too easily begin to relate reading to worksheets, tests, and homework.
Instead of supporting and fueling a young student’s desire to continue learning,
homework can do the opposite, squelching natural curiosity and taking time away
from supportive family activities.
Background of the Project
Like so many other areas in education, homework has seen vast pendulum
swings related to educational policies and philosophies of the time. Although the
U.S.’s relationship with homework has been shaped by historical and political events
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of the past, the previous arguments for and against homework are noticeably like the
arguments surrounding homework today (Vatterott, 2018).
Early Homework History
Multi-age classrooms were very common in the early days of U.S. schooling
and drill and memorization were the main teaching methods for learning new material
(Vatterott, 2018). In grades 5-8, drill and memorization required students to prepare
for the next day’s lessons at school by practicing at home the night before, reciting
the lessons over and over (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). Memorization exercised
students’ minds and helped them gain knowledge (Cooper et al., 1998). Students were
required to memorize facts in geography, history, literature, and math, sometimes
spending two to three hours on homework each night preparing to present their
learning to the teacher the following day (Vatterott, 2018). Families’ decisions
whether to continue schooling into adolescence were dependent on their
responsibilities and household chores, therefore many families could not afford to
continue attending school (Vatterott, 2018). Because the at-home preparation for the
next day’s lessons was so time-consuming, some students had to discontinue
attending school altogether.
Changes in homework policies began in the early 20th century after a more
progressive educational movement emerged and information related to children’s
physical health became available (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). The previous drill and
memorization method was now viewed as a health threat, specifically to students in
the middle grades (4th-8th grade) and the movement towards eliminating homework
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began (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). During this time, labor unions focused on
protecting adults’ working conditions and maintaining a 40-hour workweek
(Vatterott, 2018). These same labor laws protected children from too much
homework, now equated with child labor (Bennett & Kalish, 2006). Research at the
time also documented negative health effects related to homework such as nervous
conditions, eyestrain, stress, and sleep deficits (Vatterott, 2018). Concerned with
children’s health, doctors prescribed at least five hours a day to be spent outside to
breathe fresh air and get exercise to help students who had difficulty sitting still
(Bennett & Kalish, 2006). Professional educators were also behind the movement
towards eliminating homework, believing that “Homework forced on children too
young to bear its burdens was portrayed as among the worst of school abominations”
(Gill & Schlossman, 2004, p. 175). Children’s health studies continued to reinforce
the school’s role in the physical health of students and maintained that homework was
a detriment to children’s wellness (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). In 1930, a Society for
the Abolition of Homework was formed, partially in response to a series of articles in
the Ladies’ Home Journal recommending abolishing homework in grades
Kindergarten-sixth (Vatterott, 2018). This anti-homework trend continued for the
next 20 years until a major historical event swung the homework pendulum in the
opposite direction.
Mid-Century Changes
In the late 1950s, a push towards increasing academic standards and
educational competitiveness replaced progressive education in response to the U.S.
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space race (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). When the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in
1957, America’s schools became part of the national crisis and the progressive
education movement was blamed for America’s difficulties (Gill & Schlossman,
2004). An increased homework load was the solution to improve student knowledge
and prepare America’s youth for a technologically competitive future (Vatterott,
2018). Educational research completed at the time also supported the use of
homework in America’s classrooms. Avram Goldstein’s 1960 analysis of homework
studies indicated homework caused positive gains in achievement and should be part
of all students’ education (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). This pro-homework trend
continued into the late 1960s, stating homework was a necessary component of
education, though reformers at the time worked to create homework that was
interactive and enjoyable (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). Educators argued that although
memorization was an outdated pedagogical practice, homework itself was a useful
way to involve parents in their children’s learning and should be changed to include
more hands-on, activity-based learning opportunities (Gill & Schlossman, 2004).
As quickly as homework shifted towards a positive direction, it reversed
again, this time impacted by the Vietnam War and the civil rights movement, as well
as the countercultural questioning of various parts of society (Vatterott, 2018). Antihomework sentiments were comparable to those from the early 1900s, with many
believing that homework added too much pressure on students (Vatterott, 2018).
Wildman (1968) warned of homework getting in the way of social activities, sleep,
and outdoor playtime, specifically noting that if homework was too intrusive, it was
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not meeting children’s essential needs. The National Education Association in 1966
went on record to recommend that children in early elementary school have no
homework and limited the amount for junior high and high school students to 1-1/2
hours per night and only four nights per week (Vatterott, 2018). The easement of
homework continued until the early 1980s when the pendulum swung back again.
High Standards Reform
In 1983, A Nation at Risk was published by the U.S. Department of Education,
blaming America’s mediocre schools for the country’s economic troubles (Vatterott,
2018). Reformers suggested, “far more homework” was needed, and students’
knowledge gained through homework was the “Key to regaining our country’s
competitive edge in the world economy” (Bennett & Kalish, 2006, p. 36). In 1986,
William Bennett published What Works, the U.S. Department of Education’s most
popular publication, which advertised homework’s effectiveness (Gill & Schlossman,
2004). This tougher standards, pro-homework movement continued into the early
2000s with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 and a push for higher
standards as a response to a fear of falling behind internationally (Bennett & Kalish,
2006). Kohn (2006) questions demands for more accountability and homework by
asking why doing more of the same thing would fix America’s schools. He writes
“More homework has been proposed as a (foolish) way of dealing with a rising
dropout rate and other problems…homework is rooted in the very movement that has
helped to cause those problems” (p. 126). Since the 1980s with A Nation at Risk, the
homework trend has been more focused towards “back to basics”, where students
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review the lesson taught at school by completing practice worksheets at home (Kohn,
2006). Most of the homework given today is drill and practice-oriented, which is
problematic when students struggle to understand the material taught in class; no
amount of practice can make up for a lack of understanding (Kohn, 2006).
While the United States has continued to use homework as one means to push
for more accountability and higher standards, other schools around the world have
chosen to go in different directions. The United Kingdom banned primary homework
in 2009 and Toronto eliminated homework in kindergarten, on holidays, and on
weekends in 2010 (Vatterott, 2018). China signaled that too much homework was not
in their children’s best interests and other countries such as Ireland, the Philippines,
Greece, France, India, Japan, Singapore, and Australia have raised similar concerns,
particularly for students in elementary school (Vatterott, 2018). The United States is
still fiercely divided over homework’s merits, with some exaggerating its benefits
while others exaggerate its harms (Gill & Schlossman, 2004). And although no
consensus regarding homework’s effects has been made, one troubling statistic stands
out. While surveying the amount of time spent on homework across various age
groups, the National Longitudinal Survey of Educational Progress (NAEP) found that
time spent on homework has increased dramatically for only one age group, the
youngest children surveyed (6-8 years), from 52 minutes/week in 1981 to 128
minutes/week in 1997 (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2000). More recently, the Brown Center
Report on American Education (2014) gathered data from the NAEP’s assessment
survey and found that the amount of homework assigned to the youngest age group
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surveyed (Age 9) has increased, with a declining trend of students reporting no
homework (35% in 1984 to 22% in 2012) and an increase in the percentage of
students with less than an hour’s worth (41% in 1984 and 57% in 2012) (Loveless,
2014). Gill and Schlossman (2004) argue that the higher standards movement raised
homework requirements for the sole age group for which research has shown to have
the least benefits. Although the NEA (2006) continues to advocate for the “10 Minute
Rule,” the evidence shows young learners are given significantly more homework
than recommended (Pressman et al., 2015). To achieve high standards and reduce
traditional homework’s negative effects, a new approach to homework needs to be
taken, especially for primary students. This new approach needs to include parents,
students, and teachers with the goal of eliminating busy work and creating new
meaningful learning time at home.
Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this project is to change traditional English Language Arts
homework in the primary grades by creating interactive reading homework using
high-quality texts. At the center of this project is the distinction between drill and
practice homework independently completed by students and more interactive,
authentic reading homework. Studies have shown positive associations between
parent homework involvement and student achievement if the quality of interactions
between parents and students are supportive and positive (Moroni et al., 2015). To
create positive family literacy interactions, it is first essential to ensure teachers are
given the most up-to-date information regarding homework research and its use in
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elementary classrooms. Homework is a subject not addressed in teacher education
classes and most teachers have developed their own homework system and rules,
sometimes with little consensus between grade level or schools. Bennet and Kalish
(2006) surveyed over 300 teachers from across the country and only one teacher
reported having any type of college course related to homework. Therefore,
elementary teachers must understand current research to create effective homework:
its uses, benefits, negative effects, and best ways to partner between home and school.
After teachers are presented with current and best-practice homework
research, the second step in this project is to survey parents about their involvement
in their children’s homework. Vatterott (2018) argues that parents should be involved
as equal participants in their child’s education. Surveying parents will give teachers a
clear picture of their students’ home environments to create more individualized,
diverse, authentic homework assignments to best match students’ needs.
The last component of this project is to create quality literature-based
homework for primary grades. The goal for this newly designed homework is to
eliminate busy, worksheet-based review homework with authentic reading homework
that ignites a love for reading in the early grades. Parents and students will be
introduced to award-winning books, author studies, and interactive vocabulary. The
school will provide all the texts, which helps with book access for students from lowincome households.
This project is important because it addresses homework’s negative effects
when given in quantities that are not age or developmentally appropriate. Most

13

teachers are continuing to use repetition-based homework, though there is a wealth of
available research about other ways to partner with families to support student
reading growth (Kohn, 2006). There is a clear gap in knowledge from primary
classroom teachers related to best practices and a disconnect between families’
knowledge and current at-home literacy practices. This project bridges the gap
between school and home to provide primary students with authentic, enjoyable
reading homework that ignites an early love for reading.
Objectives of the Project
The objectives for this project are divided into three categories:
1. To provide a reference guide for primary teachers (Kindergarten-2nd
grade) explaining current research related to early elementary
homework and best practice strategies for creating effective homework
2. To create a parent survey to gain information related to their
homework practices and literacy knowledge
3. To develop high-quality literature-based primary reading homework
that exposes students in Kindergarten-2nd grade and their families to
award-winning texts, diverse characters, outstanding authors, and
vibrant vocabulary
Definition of Terms
Achievement: Assessment of a student’s academic progress, most often measured by
classroom tests, grades, or standardized assessment scores (Kohn, 2006)
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Differentiating Homework: “Allows the teacher to meet the individual needs of
students… by difficulty or amount of work, by the amount of structure or scaffolding
provided, or by learning preference or interest” (Vatterott, 2018, p. 114-115).
Drill: The type of homework meant to reinforce and practice the material students
were taught in class (Kohn, 2006)
Homework: Assignments assigned by teachers designed to be completed during outof-school hours (Cooper et al., 2006).
Primary: First few years of elementary school; usually Kindergarten-2nd grade
Progressive Education: Challenge to traditional education; teachers “Engage children
in experiences that call for action, inquiry, experimentation, and collaboration”
(Phillips, 2014, p. 664)
Stress: Physical symptoms related to stressful events; stress is connected to children’s
“Sleep, physical health, psychological well-being, mental productivity, and
creativity” (Vatterott, 2018, p. 27)
Scope of the Project
This project is intended to be implemented in an elementary school, with its
primary target audience being Kindergarten through 2nd grade classroom teachers,
students, and parents. The homework materials can be altered based on grade level
through the authentic texts and types of questions and conversation starters for
parents.
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This project will first address primary teachers and provide them with
updated, current research related to homework and its use specifically geared towards
elementary students. The research will be disseminated into a quick-reference guide
for teachers to use when creating developmentally appropriate, engaging, and
effective homework for their classes. This project will not address homework in any
other subject areas, nor for students outside of the primary grades. It will not be a
broad-reaching homework policy, though administrators can use the research guide to
begin larger discussions surrounding homework at the school level. The research
guide is intended to be used by teachers to deepen their understanding of homework’s
current guidelines and ways to make the most out of students’ out-of-school time
without homework becoming a burden to families.
The second part of the project is to survey parents about their current
involvement with their children’s homework, family literacy practices, and overall
opinions related to homework. The goal of the survey is to gain a broader picture of a
student’s home literacy environment to build stronger home-school learning
partnerships. Surveys can either be sent electronically or home via paper surveys.
Parent participation could be one hindrance to the completion of this part of the
project.
The major portion of this project aims to create high-quality reading
homework for primary grades using authentic texts. This homework will expose
students and their families to current award-winning literature, rich vocabulary,
diverse characters, and authors, and teach parents strategies for engaging in literature
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discussions with their children. Texts will be provided to families and rotated through
the class, creating homework text sets. Cost for the purchase of authentic texts and
buy-in from families, administrators, teachers, and students could hinder the
implementation of this project.
This project will not overhaul homework at a school-wide or district-wide
level. It is meant to educate primary teachers in the best way to create homework that
supports diverse learners and their busy families, as well as helping students grow as
readers.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction
Henry David Thoreau proposed, “It is not enough to be busy; so are the ants.
The question is: What are we busy about?” (Bennett & Kalish, 2006, p. viiii). Instead
of completing homework because it is universally accepted and practiced, teachers
and parents need to rethink if today’s traditional homework is the best use of
students’ afterschool time. Changing literacy homework in the primary grades
requires a thorough literature review of current homework and reading research.
Thus, this chapter will be organized as follows. First, a theoretical frame describing
family literacy engagement is described. Second, current literature will be reviewed
and ordered according to the subsequent topics: homework and achievement, time,
and purpose, homework’s economic diversity issues, book access and vocabulary,
parent involvement in homework, and authentic reading at home. Chapter two will
end with a summary and conclusion highlighting key findings from the theories and
research supporting this project.
Theory/Rationale
Some homework guidelines suggest parents create a quiet, distraction-free
space where students can practice material learned at school with support from
parents as monitors and supervisors (Fox, 2016). In the primary grades, however, the
time students spend reading after school should be focused on family read alouds, not
independent worksheet-based review. Fox (2016) recognizes that today’s families
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have students that are part of diverse communities, each with rich literacy traditions
and practices, and that homework should take place within that setting, not set apart.
Simone et al. (2019) pose that “When schools and families partner around authentic
literacy experiences, children are empowered to see themselves as capable readers
and writers” (p. 281). Therefore, family engagement through interactive family
literacy homework is an important part of young children’s literacy growth. Thus,
this project is guided by the following two theories: Reader Response and Funds of
Knowledge.
Transactional Reader Response Theory
Building lifelong readers must begin in elementary school. The goal of
elementary literacy instruction is to grow fluent readers who read for both enjoyment
and information (Sloan, 2002). Donalyn Miller (2009) echoes the importance of early
authentic reading in developing a reader’s lifelong reading habits. “Anyone who calls
herself or himself a reader can tell you that it starts with encountering great books,
heartfelt recommendations, and a community of readers who share this passion” (p.
4). Therefore, elementary literacy instruction and literacy homework must center
around high-quality, engaging texts. Louise Rosenblatt’s (1938; 1969; 1978)
transactional reader response theory shaped how children learn to read using
authentic literature. Rosenblatt (1978) proposes that meaning is not inherent within
the text, but rather in the transactions between the reader and the text within a
particular context. These transactions draw upon a reader’s prior knowledge and
personal experiences, which makes each reading experience unique (Fischer, 2020).
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These unique text experiences can create connections between a reader’s world with
the ‘secondary world’ of literature (Rogers, 1999).
Another facet of transactional reader response theory inherent in this project is
the purpose of reading. Rosenblatt’s (1978) transactional theory analyzes the
purposes for reading, either efferent reading to gain information from a text, or
aesthetic, to enjoy the emotional journey of reading. Tapping into the aesthetic
purpose for reading nurtures young readers’ motivation by enriching the transaction
with the text (Ruddell, 1995). Encouraging families to read and enjoy authentic
literature without requiring specific responses or practice-based homework gives
primary readers another crucial opportunity to experience texts from an aesthetic
approach. An aesthetic stance, Ruddell (1995) argues, improves motivation and
attention, supports visualization, and improves comprehension. Miller (2009) echoes
Ruddell (1995) and Rosenblatt (1978) when describing an aesthetic posture: “This
inside-to-outside look at reading considers each reader’s personal impressions of what
they read and their tastes and preferences” (p. 109). Miller (2009) continues to
describe readers who take an aesthetic stance towards reading see reading as a gift,
not a goal.
Parents are the ideal creators of an aesthetic approach as the people who
know a child’s tastes, preferences, and prior experiences better than anyone else.
During homework read alouds, parents can discuss their own reading lives with their
children, enhancing students’ views of adults in their lives as readers who read for
enjoyment. Through homework read alouds and conversations, parents are poised to
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share their knowledge of the world and their community, and in doing so, are creating
memorable literacy transactions for their children.
Funds of Knowledge Theory
Ferlazzo (2011) contrasts involvement and engagement when he wrote,
A school striving for family involvement often leads with its mouth –
identifying projects, needs, and goals and then telling parents how they can
contribute. A school striving for parent engagement, on the other hand, tends
to lead with its ears – listening to what parents think, dream, and worry about.
The goal of family engagement is not to serve clients but to gain partners. (p.
14)
There is a wealth of evidence supporting the positive impact that parents and/or
family engagement has on school success and literacy learning (Steiner, 2014). More
specifically, when parental involvement is joined with early family reading
experiences (many through storybook reading), children are more successful literacy
learners (Jeynes, 2012).
Moll et al. (1990) developed the funds of knowledge theory, explaining that
families already have unique sets of knowledge and skills and by tapping into these
community resources, students can get a richer education compared to traditional
instruction. These researchers centered their focus on studying students’ households
during home visits to gain knowledge of a household’s strengths and resources (funds
of knowledge) (Gonzalez et al., 2005). Funds of knowledge refer to the social
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networks through which information, knowledge, and skills are exchanged in
communities (Moll et al., 1992). Moll and his colleagues ascertain that over time,
families and communities develop culturally unique knowledge and history, and that
information should be shared with classrooms and schools (1992). Sharing that
knowledge does not mean that students will be learning the trade skills of their
community such as plumbing or gardening, but rather that “Student experience is
legitimated as valid, and that classroom practice can build on the familiar knowledge
bases that students can manipulate to enhance learning in mathematics, social studies,
language arts, and other content areas” (Gonzalez et al., 2005)
Learning is a social process, and by directly involving families in primary
students’ reading homework, teachers are creating an exchange of ideas related to the
child as a whole person, discussing likes and dislikes, interests, and place in the
family or community (Moll et al., 1992). Understanding more about students’
families and communities brings the classroom within a larger community setting and
helps build mutual trust (Moll et al., 1992). Utilizing a parent survey to learn more
about students’ home communities and glean information related to families’
knowledge is essential for building trust and opening lines of communication.
Additionally, by bringing in students’ home interests and values, the reading
homework becomes more meaningful and authentic, highlighting the connection
between literacy at home and school (Simone et al., 2019).
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Research/Evaluation
Homework Research Overview
Homework is a familiar well-established part of a student’s educational
routine, though the empirical research presents inconsistent results, creating a
confounding paradigm (Vatterott, 2018; Kohn, 2006). The practice of assigning and
completing homework is so familiar that 80% of today’s students, teachers, and
parents indicate that homework is important for school success, even though the same
survey reported 40% of parents believe that homework is not connected to what
children are learning in school and that much of the homework is busywork (Markow
et al., 2007). Researchers have studied homework for over 70 years, including its
relationship with achievement and importance in a students’ educational career
(Cooper et al., 2006). Despite all the research, scholars are as divided as parents,
students, and teachers to whether homework has merits, with researchers on both
sides of the issue presenting one-sided information and ignoring opposing views
(Cooper et al., 2006; Vatterott, 2018). Homework research is exceedingly complex
because it is nearly impossible to parse out homework’s impact on student learning
separate from other factors including classroom teaching, home environment, and
student differences (Vatterott, 2018). The sheer number of variables that impact
homework can easily skew studies one way or another. Epstein (2011) reviewed over
two dozen homework studies and identified over 100 variables that can affect
homework and learning. Kohn (2006) argues “Even when you take account of all
these variables, the bottom line remains that no definite conclusion can be reached,
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and that is itself a significant conclusion” (p. 26). Despite the confounding research,
value still lies in the broad strokes homework research paints (Vatterott, 2018).
Therefore, the evaluation of research that follows will present the main research
findings specifically related to homework achievement, parent involvement, and
factors that contribute to reading achievement.
Time Spent on Homework and Achievement
Most homework studies frame their investigation(s) around time spent on
homework and achievement (Vatterott, 2018; Fan et al., 2017). In 2006, Cooper et al.
completed a large meta-analysis investigating homework’s impact on academic
achievement and found an overall positive, statistically significant relationship
indicating that the more time students spend on homework the higher the
achievement. In other words, students who spend time doing homework outperformed
those students who did not (Brock et al., 2007). However, Cooper et al. (2006)
indicate that with this optimism supporting homework should also come caution
related to generalizing these findings. Homework’s positive effect on achievement
was only measured immediately using unit tests, therefore the authors warn against
generalizing homework’s effect on grades or standardized tests.
Other scholars have completed more updated meta-analyses studying
homework’s effect on academic achievement and have found similar results. In 2017,
Bas et al. completed an analysis of 88 studies and found a similarly small, but
positive correlation between homework and achievement. Bas and colleagues
established an effect size of d = 0.229 and found that overall, 64% of the studies they

24

used in their analysis revealed positive effects of homework on academic
achievement.
Despite the number of positive studies showing a correlation between
homework and achievement, numerous studies have found inconsistent or weak
results. DeJong et al. (2000) studied homework’s effectiveness on math achievement
at the junior high level and found the relationship between time spent on homework
and math achievement to be negative (r = -.15). These authors concluded homework
frequency and time spent on homework were not related to math achievement
(deJong et al., 2000). In a more recent review of the homework-achievement
relationship, Trautewin (2007) did in-depth investigations of three studies to closely
investigate homework and achievement, with additional inquiries into other
homework factors, including homework frequency and student homework effort. The
author revealed two of the three studies showed a negative relationship between
homework time and achievement but specified that time spent on homework did not
connect with homework effort (Trautewin, 2007). “The positive effects of homework
assignments and completion are not captured by the ‘time on homework’ measure”
(Trautwein, 2007, p. 385). The author recommended that future homework research
should expand to include homework frequency, motivation, teacher attitude, and
homework quality.
Homework Effects by Age Level
When divided by age or grade level, the evidence is clearer. Mostly positive
associations between homework and achievement have been found for high school
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students (Elliot & Tymms, 2012; Brock et al., 2007). Cooper et al.’s (2006) metaanalysis also indicated that homework had a greater impact on secondary students
when compared to younger students. The authors found that for students in grades 1012 the correlation between homework and achievement was .25, and .07 for students
in grades 6-9. Students in high school who did about two hours of homework a night
achieved the same, if not better than students who did more than two hours a night
(Cooper et al., 2006). Students, like adults, need downtime for their brains to process
information, therefore there is a limit to the amount of homework that is effective
(Vatterott, 2018). Despite the positive associations between homework and
achievement for older students, students in the early grades (3-5) showed a
correlation that was nearly zero (Cooper et al., 2006). Brock et al. (2007) determined
that homework in elementary school “does little to impact positively students’
academic achievement. In fact, it may negatively impact students’ achievement and
school experiences” (p. 354). Scholars qualify those younger students may have
poorer study habits, are more easily distracted, and that elementary homework itself is
more focused on basic skills limiting its overall impact on achievement (e.g., Cooper
et al., 2006; Brock et al., 2007; Elliott & Tymms, 2012). Vatterott (2018) concludes
that paradoxically, though there is little evidence of homework’s benefit to students in
elementary school, scholars still recommend small amounts of homework.
Homework and Achievement in Perspective
Alfie Kohn (2006) frames the relationship between homework and
achievement with the following illustration,
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Statistical principles don’t get much more basic than ‘correlation doesn’t
prove causation.’ The number of umbrellas brought to a workplace on a given
morning will be highly correlated with the probability of precipitation in the
afternoon, but the presence of umbrellas didn’t make it rain…Nevertheless,
most research purporting to show a positive effect of homework seems to be
based on the assumption that when students who get (or do) more homework
also score better on standardized tests, it follows that the higher scores were
due to their having had more homework. (p. 28)
In other words, more time on homework can be linked with higher achievement
although doing more homework may not necessarily be the cause. Other factors
include student working speed, family dynamics, student motivation, etc.
Time on Homework Recommendations
Optimum time spent on homework and the amount of homework given is
dependent on many factors including the purpose of the assignment, student working
speeds, grade level, etc. (Cooper et al., 2006). The current homework
recommendation is 10 minutes (maximum) per grade level per school night meaning
10 min/night for first graders, 20 min/night for second graders, up to a maximum of 2
hours a night for students in high school (Cooper et al., 2006). Cooper and his
colleagues (2006) qualify that for high school students, there is an optimum amount
and that “too much homework may dimmish its effectiveness, or even become
counterproductive” (p. 53). The National Educational Association and National
Parent Teacher Association suggest for students in grades K-2, no more than 10-20
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min of homework per night, and 30-60 min for students in grades 3-6 (Bennett &
Kalish, 2006). Scholars agree that some high-quality, developmentally appropriate
homework is effective, but more homework is not (Cooper, 2001; Epstein & Van
Voorhis, 2012). Instead of focusing on homework time, it is important for teachers to
move on and redirect their attention towards improving the design and quality of
homework (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2012).
The Purpose of Homework
Researchers have gathered information from teacher surveys and interviews,
reviews of research on homework, studies, and workshops and have synthesized the
results into broad purposes for homework that include “practice, preparation,
participation, personal development, parent-child relations, parent-teacher
communications, peer interactions, policy, public relations, and punishment” (Epstein
& Van Voorhis, 2001, p. 181). Teachers may also assign homework to fulfill more
than one purpose (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2001). Teacher education programs
instruct very little, if at all, about how to create effective homework, yet teachers still
have the most critical role in homework creation, design, assessment, feedback, and
follow-up (Fitzmaurice et al., 2020). Therefore, it is unsurprising that some teachers
report they assign homework without a deep understanding of how or why, simply
because their schools or districts require it.
Practice-oriented homework is the most common type of homework assigned
today to students of all ages. Brock et al. (2007) surveyed over 100 elementary
teachers to investigate the type, purpose, and effect of homework in an urban setting

28

and found a majority of teachers assigned homework to provide time and materials
for students to practice what they had learned in class. Cooper et al. (2006) also
identified practice as the most frequently encountered purpose for homework.
Practice-based homework allows students opportunities to retain their skills, review,
and show mastery of the material learned in class (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2001).
However, as Kohn (2006) attains, practice does not create understanding, a problem
for some students who did not grasp understanding from the lesson in class and are
left at home with no understanding or support. Repetition and practice are only
helpful if the knowledge is already in place and automatic recall is required (Bennett
& Kalish, 2006).
Another common homework purpose is to encourage students to gain
responsibility, time management, and build study skills (Epstein & Van Voorhis,
2001). Fitzmaurice et al. (2020) and Brock et al. (2007) surveyed hundreds of
teachers and concluded that most teachers believed that homework served many
positive, non-academic purposes like developing responsibility, motivation, and
discipline. However, the empirical evidence from research does not support this claim
(Cooper et al., 2006). The meta-analysis revealed that “Perhaps the most important
conclusion from this synthesis regarding the effects of homework on outcomes other
than achievement is that most have never been put to empirical test” (Cooper et al.,
2006, p. 51). Kohn (2006) agrees that no experiments have been done to investigate
homework’s impact on responsibility, discipline, etc. “There is no research to support
the belief that homework helps students to develop any of the characteristics that
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appear under the heading of work habits” (Kohn, 2006, p. 54). Many more studies are
needed to determine homework’s effectiveness in developing responsibility and
discipline before teachers use these purposes to maintain a traditional, outdated view
in assigning homework. Vatterott (2018) suggests there are many other ways to help
students develop true responsibility and time management in class that outweigh
homework assigned and managed by parents at home.
Homework’s Economic Diversity Issues
Homework creates many challenges when teachers fail to consider the home
learning environments of low-income students. A majority of today’s students in K12 public schools in the U.S. come from low-income households (Vatterott, 2018).
Suitts (2016) found that 52% of K-12 students in public schools are eligible for free
or reduced lunch and noted a rising trend in the percentage of students attending
school whose families are low-income (32% of students were low-income in 1989).
And while many educators recommend a quiet, distraction-free space for students to
complete their homework with the monitoring support from parents, that is not
possible for many students in low-income households (Fox, 2016). Cooper (2001)
noted that students from low-income homes are more likely to have after-school jobs,
and not have quiet spaces at home to complete their work, stating therefore that
homework “could accentuate existing social inequities” (p. 35). These obstacles can
make it difficult for low-income students to keep up with homework when their
families are concerned about more pressing means to survival including cooking,
looking after younger siblings, and working to contribute financially to the family
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(Vatterott, 2018). Teachers can exacerbate the achievement gap when punishing
students with failing grades for uncompleted homework when many times these
obstacles are out of their control (Vatterott, 2018). Elliott and Tymms (2012) also
note that students from disadvantaged backgrounds received less homework
assistance from families, causing fewer benefits from homework. Rothstein (2004)
notes the difference in how parents from different social classes use language to assist
their children with their homework. Parents from higher social classes whose
occupations require problem-solving approaches help their children with homework
in the same manner by “posing questions that decompose problems and that help
children figure out the correct answers” (p. 27). In contrast, children from lower-class
families receive more direct instructions, lacking in problem-solving modeling
(Rothstein, 2004). Daily obstacles and lack of parent support can negatively influence
a student’s homework completion and success.
Book Access and Vocabulary
Two additional early reading factors heavily impacted by low-income
inequalities are book access and vocabulary. Eric Jensen (2013) describes the effect
that vocabulary (or lack thereof) has on a student’s early achievement in How Poverty
Affects Classroom Engagement. By age four, the number of words heard in lowincome families stand in stark contrast to middle-class and upper-class families.
Jensen (2013) reports an average of 13 million words heard in low-class families, 26
million words in middle-class families, and 46 million words for upper-class families,
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almost four times that of low-income. “This language difference is not subtle; it’s a
mind-boggling, jaw-dropping cognitive chasm” (Jensen, 2013, p. 26).
Scholars affirm there is a vocabulary gap and book access issue with lowincome households, specifically stating that students from low-income households are
less likely to have access to books in their home, and less likely to see their parents
reading for enjoyment (e.g., Vatterott, 2018; Rothstein, 2004). One study noted in
Rothstein’s 2004 Class and Schools: Using Social, Economic, and Educational
Reform to Close the Black-White Achievement Gap highlights the difference in
children’s book access based on the socio-economic and education level of the
neighborhood.
One survey of Philadelphia-area communities found that in neighborhoods
where almost adults were college-educated, retailers stocked 1,300 children’s
books per 100 children. In a blue-collar Irish and Eastern European middleincome area, there were 30 books per 100 children. In a multi-ethnic area
there were 10 books per 100 children. And in a predominately black area,
retailers stocked fewer than one book per 100 children. The public library
disparity was also huge, with six times as many juvenile library books in
upper-income neighborhoods as in black neighborhoods. (p. 58)
Faced with both a lack of vocabulary exposure and available books, children from
low-income families face more challenges learning to read (Dickinson et al., 2012).
Book access and lack of vocabulary exposure are two examples of many that indicate
an achievement gap between social classes.
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Authentic reading at home is one approach to close the achievement gap and
support all readers. Developing students’ vocabulary through authentic reading has
myriad more benefits compared with traditional vocabulary homework. Krashen
(2004) describes a study in which subjects were given the novel A Clockwork Orange
which contained 241 slang nadsat words. Subjects were not instructed to learn or
memorize the new slang words, yet when tested on 90 of the nadsat words, an
average of 76% of subjects learned at least 45 words simply by reading the text
(Krashen, 2004). Instead of giving students time-consuming vocabulary homework
requiring them to write definitions, wide and frequent reading is proven to be a more
successful way to learn new vocabulary.
Additionally, programs that provide books to young children and provide
parents with read-aloud suggestions and vocabulary strategies are successful methods
to foster language growth and early reading (Dickinson et al., 2012). These authors
indicate that reading aloud presents vocabulary in varied grammatical contexts, often
showing a wider range of words than oral conversation (Dickinson et al., 2012).
Bennett and Kalish (2006) agree that authentic reading has significant benefits;
“Reading independently and discussing books … with adults automatically increases
a child’s vocabulary with words he’ll actually remember because he’s learned them in
context and they have meaning” (p. 136). Nagy (1988) supports reading’s positive
effect on vocabulary development.
If teachers could add another twenty-five minutes per day to a student’s
reading time, an additional thousand words could be learned each year. If
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high-quality texts appropriate for the student were chosen, this rate of learning
could be more than doubled. (p. 30)
Parents reading aloud to their children at home could serve to dramatically increase
their children’s vocabulary and early reading skills.
Parent Involvement in Homework
For students, especially in the primary grades, parent support for homework is
critical. Parent involvement in their child’s education can be accomplished through
various types of participation including volunteering, communicating, learning at
home, community collaboration, etc. (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2001). It is most
common, however, for parents to be involved with their child’s schooling through
homework. Brown et al., (2018) estimate that at least 70% of families help with
homework in some capacity creating a link between home and school. In a metaanalysis, Moroni et al., (2015) found that the quantity of parental homework help had
no impact on student achievement, but the quality of parental help had a great impact
on student achievement. For example, when looking at the quantity of parent help
with homework, Moroni et al., (2015) found a weak positive correlation of (r =.13).
But when looking at the quality of parent help, they found a much higher correlation
(r =.41) (Moroni et al., 2015). Positive associations with achievement were found
when parent interactions included a positive affect, positive emotional support, and
good structure (Pomerantz et al., 2007).
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Epstein and Van Voorhis (2001) suggest that most importantly, teachers need
to create more purposeful, high-quality, and engaging homework. Additionally, they
suggest homework should be designed so that all students can complete their
assignments, that the homework is educationally beneficial, and that parents can be
successfully involved in their children’s education. These researchers have therefore
worked to redesign homework in a frame of family support and have focused on
“interactive homework,” encouraging conversations with students and family
members to share things they are learning in class. This interactive homework led to
the development of Teachers Involve Parents in Schoolwork (TIPS), homework that
guides students in sharing knowledge with family members (Epstein & Van Voorhis,
2012). The focus of TIPS is for students to apply knowledge learned in various
subjects (math, science, writing, reading) to real-world applications (Epstein & Van
Voorhis 2012). Another aspect built into the TIPS program is communication
between families and teachers to allow for comments or questions about the
homework (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2012). Results from three studies involving TIPS
homework, student achievement, and parent and student attitude revealed positive
effects for achievement and attitude (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2012). The results
continued to show that more than 80% of students and families preferred TIPS
homework over traditional homework and recommended using TIPS for the
following school year (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2012). The authors concluded by
suggesting that if teachers emphasized the design of homework as much as they
assigned homework, “More students at all ability levels would be engaged in and
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complete their assignments, more parents would be involved with their children on
homework in positive ways, and more students would improve their achievement and
other school-linked behaviors” (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2012, p. 270).
Authentic Reading at Home
One way to involve families in student’s reading homework is to promote free
reading or free read alouds. Scholars agree that leisure or free reading predicts
reading achievement (Baker et al., 2001) and more importantly, that free reading is
the most effective way to increase student’s literacy skills (Krashen, 2004). Free
reading, without requirements to answer questions, complete book reports, or finish
the book if it is uninteresting, is the best way, Krashen (2004) argues, to help students
develop the habit of reading for pleasure. When students begin to read for pleasure,
their comprehension, writing style, and vocabulary will improve (Krashen, 2004). In
fact, in a review of research, Krashen (2004) found that 94% of studies (51 of 54)
indicated that when students participate in free reading programs they perform as well
or better than students who participate in traditional language arts programs.
Students’ motivation and interest levels in reading are higher, too (Krashen, 2004).
Kohn (2006) also advocates for free reading and discourages the use of
requirements typically paired with reading homework such as reading logs, the
number of pages read, or the amount of time reading. Setting parameters and
requirements around reading decreases the motivation and time children have to read
for enjoyment and reading, therefore, becomes more like a chore (Kohn, 2006).
Sometimes even well-intentioned homework becomes a contentious time for families.
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“After long days at work and school, I don’t want to spend my precious time with my
kids badgering them about putting words in alphabetical order…I would love to sit
down and discuss a book they are reading” (Chenoweth, 2003, para. 15). Bennett and
Kalish (2006) also discourage the use of reading logs because it takes what once was
an enjoyable experience and turns it into a monotonous experience writing book
titles, authors, and minutes read instead of enjoying the reading itself. The act of
reading and enjoying good books is the most important part. “Time spent reading
feeds more reading. The more my students read, and grow into a community of
readers, the more they want to read” (Miller, 2009, p. 50). Scholars agree that reading
is the only way to develop into good readers (Krashen, 2004). When young students
are not able to independently read, simply reading aloud is just as beneficial, helping
to foster language development and create affective bonds (Dickinson et al., 2012).
When choosing books to send home for families to read together, quality
matters. Harvey and Goudvis (2017) suggest that when books are authentic and
thought-provoking, students are more likely to become engaged readers. “How we
choose text and how kids choose their own makes a difference in their literate lives”
(p. 41). Books should be of a wide genre, diverse in author and character
representation, and high-quality. Books should come from many different genres
because exposing young readers to a wide variety of genres helps to broaden
students’ (and parents’) interests and tastes and may help students find a book that is
interesting enough to light their reading fire (Layne, 2009).
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Diverse literature is another essential part of choosing books for family
reading. Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) explained the importance of children being able
to see themselves reflected in the literature they read. She emphasized that diverse
books can also help children celebrate the cultural similarities and differences that
make us all unique (Simms, 1990). Christopher Myers (2013), a Coretta Scott King
Award-winning author and illustrator, wrote Young Dreamers, illustrating the
importance of displaying to children through books, that our world is large and
beautifully diverse. “I want the kids who read my books to have a framework with
which to understand the people they might meet, or even the people they are
becoming” (Myers, 2013, p. 12).
Finally, including award-winning literature is another essential component in
sharing high-quality books with families. By following and sharing award-winning
book lists, teachers can keep up on current, high-quality new books, and narrow book
selections to provide just-right books to students (Ross & Sibberson, 2015). Sharing
award-winning books with students and their families also honors authors who shine
a light on reading (Ross & Sibberson, 2015).
Summary
Helping children grow into confident readers and writers is best begun in the
early elementary years through a partnership between home and school using
authentic texts (Simone et al., 2019). This home-school partnership enables children
to see their parents and teachers as adults who appreciate reading for enjoyment,
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tapping into aesthetic purposes for reading, and ultimately improving comprehension,
motivation, and visualization (Rosenblatt, 1978; Ruddell, 1995; Jeynes, 2012).
Through interactive literacy homework, students gain a richer understanding of their
family’s social culture and community resources through funds of knowledge (Moll
et al., 1992).
There is substantial empirical evidence to support a change in traditional
literacy homework in favor of more interactive, purposeful, well-designed family
literacy time. Most scholars are divided as to whether time spent on homework has a
meaningful impact on achievement, with some scholars agreeing it has a small but
positive effect (Cooper et al., 2006; Bas et al., 2017), and some maintaining
homework has inconsistent, weak, or even negative results (deJong et al., 2000;
Trautwein, 2007). Additionally, the evidence points toward a more positive
relationship between homework and achievement in the older grades but shows no
correlation in elementary school (Cooper et al., 2006). Numerous factors impact
student achievement and learning besides homework including parent involvement,
student motivation, student working speed, etc.
The National Educational Association and National Parent Teacher
Association recommend small amounts of homework (10-20 min for grades K-2 and
30-60 min for grades 3-6), which largely follows the 10-minute rule, or 10 minutes
per grade level per school night (Bennett & Kalish, 2006; Cooper et al., 2006).
Epstein and Van Voorhis (2012) encourage educators that small amounts of
homework are effective, but first need to focus their energy on creating high-quality,
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developmentally appropriate homework. Practice-oriented homework is the most
popular type of homework assigned, in theory giving students opportunities to
practice the lessons they had learned in class and show mastery of the material (Brock
et al., 2007; Cooper et al., 2006). However, practice-oriented homework is only
helpful if the knowledge is already in place; practice itself does not create
understanding (Bennett & Kalish, 2006; Kohn, 2006).
Another reason teachers give homework is to develop students’ responsibility,
time management, and discipline (Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2001). However, the
empirical evidence does not support this claim, nor has research been done to
investigate homework’s impact on non-academic purposes (Cooper et al., 2006;
Kohn, 2006).
Homework itself can be a huge obstacle for students when teachers fail to
account for students living in low-income households (Vatterott, 2018; Cooper,
2001). 52% of students in K-12 public schools are eligible for free and reduced lunch,
and many of those students have less homework support from family members
(Suitts, 2016; Elliott & Tymms, 2012). Vocabulary is dramatically worse for students
living in low-income households (13 million words heard in low-class families, 46
million words heard for upper-class families), with the author describing the
vocabulary gap as a “cognitive chasm” (Jensen, 2013, p. 26). In addition to a
vocabulary gap, students from low-income households have access to fewer books
and are less likely to have adult role models who regularly read (Vatterott, 2018;
Rothstein, 2004). Authentic reading at home can help improve vocabulary, language,
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and early reading through programs that provide books and support to parents
(Dickinson et al., 2012). Parents can encourage learning and early reading at home by
providing supportive, positive, and well-structured homework time (Cooper et al.,
2006; Pomerantz et al., 2007).
Scholars agree that free reading improves comprehension, motivation, and
vocabulary (Krashen, 2004; Baker et al., 2001). Doing away with reading logs or
other monotonous documenting tasks takes the chore out of reading, allowing
students to read more and develop into better readers (Kohn, 2006; Miller, 2009).
Books should be authentic, high-quality, diverse, and thought-provoking (Harvey &
Goudvis, 2017; Simms, 1990; Ross & Sibberson, 2015).
Conclusion
A review of literature establishes traditional homework may have some
positive associations with achievement for older students but has little correlation
with achievement in elementary school. Young students have short attention spans
and are mentally exhausted at the end of the school day and need time to rest and
spend time with their families. Requiring additional practice homework is a poor use
of students after school time if they have not learned the material well in class and
have little support at home. Additionally, homework has not been shown to build
non-academic skills such as responsibility or work-study habits.
Therefore, literacy homework in the early elementary grades should focus on
reading authentic literature with parents and family members. Superfluous reading
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logs should be discontinued as they don’t contribute to learning and create negative
feelings towards reading. Instead, free reading improves motivation, comprehension,
vocabulary, and gives families time to develop knowledge and share ideas. Students,
while free reading with families, can interact with the text and create lasting
memories.
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Chapter Three: Project Description
Introduction
Homework is a fiercely debated topic as many parents are concerned with the
large amount of homework their children have and the increased toll it takes in their
stress levels (Bennett & Kalish, 2006). Teachers, under increased pressure, assign
homework with the hope of students gaining additional learning outside of school
(Vatterott, 2018). However, research has shown that homework in the elementary
levels has little if any benefit and too much homework can cause more harm than
good (Cooper et al., 2006). In addition, family structure and leisure time have
changed dramatically in the last twenty years, causing many families to experience a
decrease in unstructured family time, and an increase in homework arguments while
economic differences exacerbate achievement gaps (Kralovec & Buell, 2001).
Homework designed to practice material learned in school such as vocabulary words,
spelling lists, and book logs is taking away valuable free reading time or time for
bedtime stories (Clark & Comber, 2019). Krashen (2004) argues that free voluntary
reading and thus reading more improves comprehension, writing style, spelling,
vocabulary, and grammar. Therefore, this teacher proposes changing literacy
homework to reflect the significant benefits of family reading at home.
This project provides a launching point to begin discussions at the primary
level between parents and teachers to refocus literacy homework. It will begin with an
overview of current homework research and initial surveys for teachers and parents.
Once information is gathered measuring teacher and parent responsiveness to a
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change in literacy homework, an overview for both parents and teachers will be
provided in the form of outlines, informational letters, and guides. Next, more
detailed book lists, homework samples, and outlines give teachers a framework for
creating and developing improved literacy homework for the primary grades. Lastly,
check-in surveys will be administered to primary teachers and parents to monitor the
response to the new literacy homework and provide an additional means for
communication. The project will conclude with a process for implementation and
project conclusions.
Project Components
Realigning homework towards a more family-based literacy focus has two
immense benefits. First, as Kohn (2006) reminds, research supporting the benefits of
sustained reading is vast and more positive than the research supporting homework.
Secondly, if we limit the amount of time students spend on traditional homework that
may or may not be beneficial (based on research), it allows for more authentic
reading time, a frequent casualty of too much homework (Kohn, 2006; Clark &
Comber, 2019). This focus will be the starting point for teacher discussions around
homework in the primary grades. The first project component is Homework
Guidelines for K-2 (Appendix A). This one-page information sheet provides a
summary of current homework research in the elementary grades along with
recommendations and guiding principles teachers should use when creating
homework. Fitzmaurice et al. (2007) discuss the critical role teachers have in
homework creation while at the same time receiving little training on homework
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through teacher education programs. The need for an updated look at homework
research is urgent. This reference guide will ideally be shared at a staff meeting with
time for break-out discussions, feedback, and time for questions and answers.
After current research is shared with the primary teachers, feedback on current
homework practices should be gathered from both primary parents and teachers.
Ferlazzo (2011) reminds of the importance of two-way parent-teacher communication
in developing a parent-school partnership. The first step in developing this
partnership is to listen (Ferlazzo, 2011). The Parent Homework Survey (Appendix B)
is a first step in opening the lines of homework communication and developing an
understanding of current homework practices from families’ perspectives. The
anonymous survey is a combination of closed-ended and open-ended questions to
gauge families’ current views on homework. Similarly, the Teacher Homework
Survey (Appendix C) anonymously seeks information about K-2 teachers’ current
homework practices. The teacher survey specifically asks the number of nights per
week homework is assigned along with the average length of time expected for
students to be spending on homework. Additionally, the survey seeks to determine if
the homework teachers assign is directly tied to lessons or more general practice,
packet-type homework.
After survey results are gathered, communication between parents, teachers,
and the school must begin. The Interactive Literacy Homework Letter to Parents
(Appendix D) serves as an introductory letter to parents explaining the rationale
behind the change in reading homework, and a brief overview of the homework
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structure. Research has demonstrated that the more students read, or are read to, the
better they do (Krashen, 2004). Families need to understand that simply reading is
better for students than busywork, and therefore the school is invested in providing
books for families to read in the interest of preserving family time and improving
students’ reading skills.
The Interactive Literacy Homework Outline (Appendix E) is designed to
provide teachers with a basic overview of the information that should be provided to
families when sending books home. Providing the text genre, award and
author/illustrator information allows parents to see the diversity of available new and
high-quality books. Parents can then visit a local library or inquire with the teacher
about more books if their child displays an interest. Also included in the homework
outline are discussion starters and optional follow-up activities. Critically, the literacy
homework outline will indicate to parents whether the book is intended for students to
read or if a parent should read aloud. Brock et al. (2001) stressed the importance of
keeping a balance between focusing on the content of the story and teaching word
recognition strategies. Therefore, it may be more beneficial especially for young
readers to listen to a story read aloud than for parents to teach decoding strategies.
To enhance parent-teacher communication, parents will fill out and return the
Weekly Literacy Homework Exit Ticket (Appendix F). Research has indicated parent
involvement in homework is beneficial for student achievement, especially when the
homework provides a chance for parents to interact with their children (Bailey et al.,
2004). Therefore, providing a chance for parents to read an enjoyable book with their
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children positively involves them in their children’s homework and provides a
snapshot of the literacy learning students are doing in class. The exit ticket also opens
the lines of communication between the parents and the teacher, allowing for more
frequent, meaningful progress monitoring of reading at home.
When providing texts for families to read together, the quality and engaging
nature of the text is of the utmost importance. Texts should be engaging and thoughtprovoking (Harvey & Goudvis, 2017) as well as of a wide variety of genres (Layne,
2009). Additionally, award-winning texts are inherently high-quality, an important
feature for teachers to share with families. Lastly, books should represent the
diversity of the students in our classes and allow them to see themselves reflected in
texts (Simms, 1990). This teacher has created the Interactive Literacy Homework
Sample Book List for K-2 Classrooms (Appendix G) as a compilation of recent texts
that are award-winning, diverse, wide in genre, and appropriate for the primary
classroom.
These texts will provide the foundation for the interactive literacy homework.
The homework was designed to be an enjoyable family time of reading high-quality,
engaging texts that prompt student and parent thinking and leave room for discussion.
Two sample lessons are created to help teachers frame reading homework around
texts. The first, Sample Kindergarten Interactive Literacy Homework (Appendix H)
uses the highly interactive text, We Are Growing! by Laurie Keller and Mo Willems.
The homework provides information about its award, authors, and series. This
teacher next shares a book introduction along with directions for reading aloud,
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specifically to encourage parents to read with expression. After reading, discussion
questions are provided. These questions mainly serve as conversation starters and the
homework emphasizes that no written response is required. Lastly, optional extension
activities are provided. Similarly, Sample First Grade Interactive Literacy
Homework (Appendix I) provides pre-reading information, a book introduction,
discussion questions, and optional extension activities. This homework was designed
around the award-winning, diverse text, Last Stop on Market Street by Matt de la
Pena and illustrated by Christian Robinson. The homework questions will hopefully
be launching points for engaging family discussions around appreciation, needs, and
seeing the beauty in everyday places. Reading high-quality, interactive texts fosters
an environment where families can come together and read away from the stresses of
traditional paper-pencil homework.
Project Evaluation
The effectiveness of this project will first be evaluated through check-in
teacher and parent surveys. After the new literacy homework has been implemented
and in place for several months, parents must be involved again in the evaluation
process. Communication between teachers and parents about child-specific needs
should be ongoing weekly (at a minimum through exit tickets) and the Parent
Homework Survey Check-In (Appendix J) allows for a fresh look at how the
homework is going at home. The survey aims to get parent feedback to avoid what
Kralovec and Buell (2001) describe as the homework black hole the lack of
knowledge of what happens at home regarding homework.
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The Teacher Homework Survey Check-In (Appendix K) is important for
gauging teacher’s reactions and buy-in to the new literacy homework framework.
Teachers will have had several months of writing, monitoring, and receiving parent
homework feedback and their knowledge and reactions are critical to the success of
interactive literacy homework. Teacher feedback will be used to make changes and
modifications to the homework framework, texts, and weekly communication
ensuring students, parents, and teachers are using their after-school time to make
positive literacy gains.
In addition to the surveys, closely monitoring student literacy achievement is
another way to measure the effectiveness of this project. Through positive reading
experiences at home, students will have a higher motivation to read and seek out new
and interesting texts. Families will have a greater knowledge of available highquality, engaging books and the resources to locate additional texts through their local
library or with the teacher’s assistance. Therefore, student motivation and family
knowledge will positively contribute towards student literacy growth. Scores can be
analyzed from the beginning of the year and again mid-year after the new literacy
homework has been implemented for several months. Examples of literacy scores to
measure growth include reading benchmark scores, high-frequency word knowledge,
Acadience scores, etc. These qualitative scores add to the teacher’s whole view of the
student as a reader, with additional information about the student’s progress coming
from individual conferences and guided reading groups.
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Plans for Implementation
Rethinking literacy homework in the primary grades can be implemented in
any elementary school with the support of parents, teachers, and administrators.
Homework knowledge and resources is an area lacking in teacher education courses
and one area in education where teachers continue to operate as the status quo without
much need for change. This project is intended to be a catalyst for discussion and
reflection about current homework practices. Teachers need to evaluate their
homework procedures and parent homework feedback about what is working and
what needs improving. Sharing current research allows teachers to make researchbased decisions when developing and implementing the new homework framework.
The sample lessons provided give teachers a starting point to individualize and
develop homework content that best meets their class’s needs. Though this project
can be used in any K-2 school setting, it is intended to be shared at a public school in
southwest Michigan and implemented by either a literacy coach or grade-level lead
teacher.
Project Conclusions
Traditionally, homework is completed independently by students through
practice-focused assignments turned into the teacher the next morning, though the
teacher has little knowledge if the student or parent completed the assignment, if the
student was stressed or missed sleep to complete it, or if families had to argue to
motivate the student to complete the assignment. Additionally, traditional paper and
pencil homework has been shown to make little, if any positive impact on student
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achievement at the elementary level (Cooper et al., 2006). Homework needs to be
refocused to respect students and their family’s out-of-school time and meet the needs
of today’s diverse, changing student population. Interactive literacy homework
focuses instead on reading for enjoyment. Free reading is the best way for students to
become proficient readers (Krashen, 2004) and including families in students’ literacy
homework fosters good communication and improves overall student literacy
learning (Steiner, 2014). Through interactive literacy homework, this teacher aims to
ignite and develop young students’ love for reading and partner with families to
educate and support the success of young readers.
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Homework Guidelines for K-2
Guiding Principles- Homework should be…
•
•
•
•
•
•

Well-designed, meaningful, and connected to learning objectives
Differentiated to meet all student needs
Developmentally appropriate
Respectful of family time and students’ well-being
Accessible for all student family living situations
A means of communication between parent and teacher

Research conclusions
•

Homework needs to be refocused – 40% of parents believe homework is
busywork not connected to classroom learning (Markow et al., 2007)

•

Homework is not effective at the elementary level – a leading homework
researcher found nearly zero correlation between homework and
academic achievement (Cooper et al., 2006)

•

Homework has not been found to improve study habits or responsibility –
zero studies have linked homework with non-academic objectives (Kohn,
2006)

•

Homework is much less effective than other strategies including feedback
and teacher-student relationships (Hattie, 2009)

Homework recommendations
•

Quantity
o Assign no more than 10 min/grade level per school night (M-Th)
(Cooper et al., 2006)

•

Quality
o Repetition does not equal understanding – ensure new learning
takes place in class
o No busywork – homework must be connected to the lesson with a
clear purpose
o Free reading or reading aloud help students become better readers
(without time requirements or additional reading assignments)
Created by Lisa Mulder, 2021
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Appendix B
Parent Homework Survey
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Dear families,
Our goal for this school year is to think critically about our current homework practices
and make the most of your child’s out-of-school time. We are asking for your input about the
time you spend on homework and overall opinions related to homework in grades Kindergarten2nd. Please return this survey at your earliest convenience.
All responses will be anonymous. Thank you.
Please circle the response that most closely matches your answer:
Student grade:

K

1

2

On average, my child spends this much time each day on homework:
0 min

10-20 min.

20-30 min.

30+ min.

My child has homework on the weekends/holidays/school breaks:
Yes

No

The current amount of homework my child receives is:
Too little

Just right

Too much

Comments: _________________________________________________________________
My child receives homework feedback from his/her teacher by:
Grades

Notes/returned

Other: ___________________________

My child needs help completing his/her homework:
Never

Sometimes

Often

Always

The homework my child receives is relevant and meaningful to his/her learning:
Never

Sometimes

Often

Always

My child’s homework could be improved by:
______________________________________________________________________________
Other Comments: ______________________________________________________________
Created by Lisa Mulder, 2021
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Appendix C
Teacher Homework Survey
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Dear Teachers,
Our goal for this school year is to think critically about our current homework practices
and ensure we are working towards best practices supported by homework research. Please
complete this survey honestly knowing all feedback is anonymous. Thank you.
Please circle the answer that rates your opinion about homework.
On average, I assign homework:
1-2 times/week

3 times/week

4 times/week

5+times/week

On average, my students are expected to spend this amount of time each day on homework:
10-20 min

20-30 min

30-40 min

40+ min

I assign homework to: (circle all that apply)
Prepare for new learning

Practice previously learned skills

Demonstrate understanding

Teach responsibility

Other: _________________________________________

I assign homework:
Directly connected to a lesson

As part of a weekly packet or structure

Describe how reading is assigned for homework: (example: reading log, 20 min/night, etc.)
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
I provide homework feedback by:
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
This percentage of my students regularly complete homework: ________________________
Other comments: ___________________________________________________________
Created by Lisa Mulder, 2021
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Appendix D
Interactive Literacy Homework Letter to Parents
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Dear Parents,
Thank you to those parents that provided feedback about the homework your child
receives and suggestions for improvement. This year, our school has started to refocus our efforts
on creating homework that is better for students, teachers, and families. Students and families are
busier than ever, so we want to take away homework stress and reduce the amount of homework
assigned. We also want homework to help improve communication between home and school.
Research shows the more students read (and are read to) the better they do in school. So, reading
homework will look a little different with a greater focus on reading together as a family. Here
is an overview of what to expect:

•

Students will bring home one book per week (sent home on Monday, returned on Friday)

•

Families can choose a day or time that works for them to read and talk about the book
with their child

•

Students will read the book with their family during the week and discuss it with a small
group of classmates on Fridays.

•

Optional at-home response activities will be included

The goal in changing the way students complete reading homework is to expose students to a
large variety of book types, authors, and topics. We want to help kids and their families enjoy
reading together and help students find books they love reading too.

Please reach out to your child’s teacher with any questions.
Thank you & happy reading!

Mrs. Lisa Mulder
Created by Lisa Mulder, 2021
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Appendix E
Interactive Literacy Homework Outline for Teachers
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Interactive Literacy Homework Outline

Text title/author:

Genre:
Award/other important info:

Book Introduction:

*The reader of this book should be:

parent

student

Reading focus:

Follow-up reading discussion starters:

Optional extension activity:

Created by Lisa Mulder, 2021
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Appendix F
Weekly Literacy Homework Exit Ticket
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Weekly Literacy Homework Exit Ticket

Student Name:

Date Returned:

Book Title:

Overall reactions to the book:

Follow-up questions/concerns:

Created by Lisa Mulder, 2021
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Appendix G
Interactive Literacy Homework Sample Book List for K-2
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Interactive Literacy Homework Book List for K-2
Recent Award Winners/Nominees:
Caldecott (outstanding illustrator):
•
•
•
•
•

We are Water Protectors by Carole Lindstrom
Hello Lighthouse by Sophie Blackall
Wolf in the Snow by Matthew Cordell
Radiant Child: The Story of Young Artist
Jean-Michel Basquiat by Javaka Steptoe
Finding Winnie: The True Story of the World's
Most Famous Bear by Lindsay Mattick

Theodore Seuss Giesel (distinguished book for
beginner readers):
•
•
•
•
•
•

See the Cat: Three Stories About a Dog
by David LaRochelle
What About Worms!? by Ryan T. Higgins
Chicken and Brain, Smell my Foot! by Cece
Bell
Fox the Tiger by Corey R. Tabor
Charlie & Mouse by Laurel Snyder
We are Growing! by Laurie Keller and Mo
Willems

Pura Belpre (outstanding Latino/Latina authors):
•
•
•
•

"¡Vamos! Let’s Go Eat," illustrated and
written by Raúl the Third
Planting Stories: The Life of Librarian and
Storyteller Pura Belpré by Anika A. Denise
Dreamers by Yuyi Morales
Dancing Hands: How Teresa Carreño Played
the Piano for President Lincoln
by Margarita Engle

Newberry (outstanding literature contribution):
•
•
•

Last Stop on Market Street by Matt de la
Pena
The Undefeated by Kwame Alexander
Crown: An Ode to the Fresh Cut by Derrick
Barnes

Coretta Scott King (outstanding African American
Authors):
•
•
•
•

R-E-S-P-E-C-T: Aretha Franklin, the Queen
of Soul by Carole Boston Weatherford
Sulwe by Lupita Nyong’o
Hidden Figures: The True Story of Four Black
Women and the Space Race by Margot Lee
Shetterly
Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson

Schneider Family (outstanding portrayal of
disability experiences):
•
•
•
•
•

I Talk Like a River by Jordan Scott
Just Ask! Be Different, Be Brave, Be You by
Sonia Sotomayor
Rescue & Jessica: A Life-Changing Friendship
by Jessica Kensky
Six Dots: A Story of Young Louis Braille by
Jen Bryant
Emmanuel's dream: the true story of
Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah by Laurie Ann
Thompson
Created by Lisa Mulder, 2021
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Excellent new and diverse books by genre

Non-fiction
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Actual Size by Steve Jenkins
Being Frog by April Pulley Sayre
Fauja Singh Keeps Going: The True Story of
the Oldest Person to Ever Run a Marathon
by Simran Jeet Singh and Baljinder Kaur
If You Want a Friend in Washington: Wacky,
Wild & Wonderful Presidential Pets by Erin
McGill
The Oldest Student: How Mary Walker
Learned to Read by Rita Lorraine Hubbard,
illustrated by Oge Mora
Whoosh! Lonnie Johnson’s Super-Soaking
Stream of Inventions by Chris Barton
Your Place in the Universe by Jason Chin

Poetry
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Day You Begin by Jacqueline Woodson
Carmela Full of Wishes by Matt de la Pena
I Am Every Good Thing by Derrick Barnes
Fry Bread: A Native American Family Story by
Kevin Noble
Saturday by Oge Mora
The Proudest Blue: A Story of Hijab and
Family by Ibtihaj Muhammad
My Papi Has a Motorcycle by Isabel Quintero
Eyes That Kiss in the Corners by Joanna Ho
Milo Imagines the World by Matt de la Pena

Historical Fiction
Zen Shorts by Jon J Muth
Honeybee: The Busy Life of Apis Mellifera
by Candace Fleming
Exquisite: The Poetry and Life of
Gwendolyn Brooks by Suzanne Slade
How To Read a Book by Kwame Alexander

Fantasy
•
•
•

Realistic Fiction

Interrupting Chicken by David Ezra Stein
If I Built a School by Chris Van Dusen
Miss Smith’s Incredible Story Book by
Michael Garland
The Epic Adventures of Huggie & Stick by
Drew Daywalt
We Don't Eat Our Classmates! by Ryan T
Higgins

•
•
•

The Water Princess by Susan Verde
The Gardener by Sarah Stewart
Baseball Saved Us by Ken Mochizuki

Graphic Novel
•
•
•
•
•

Binky: License to Scratch by Ashley Spires
Fox and Chick: The Party and Other Stories by
Sergio Ruzzier
Peter & Ernesto: A Tale of Two Sloths by
Graham Annable
Donut Feed the Squirrels (Norma and Belly
#1) by Mika Song
Lift by Minh Lê
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Appendix H
Sample Kindergarten Interactive Literacy Homework
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Kindergarten Literacy Homework

Student Name: ______________________________________________
Book Title: We are Growing! by Laurie Keller and Mo Willems
Book Information: This book is a funny beginner reader book and winner of the 2017
Theodore Seuss Geisel Medal best early reader book. It is written by Laurie Keller who grew up
in Muskegon, Michigan. Keller teamed up with Mo Willems (author of Elephant and Piggie
books) to feature We Are Growing! as part of the Elephant & Piggie Like Reading Series.
Book Introduction: This book is about Walt and his friends growing up at different speeds,
each friend discovering something special before Walt does. But Walt better decide quickly
what he is before the lawnmower comes around!
This book should be read by: Parent (Child can help with words he/she knows)
1. Read the book aloud with lots of expression. There is a lot of exciting dialogue and
sound words (onomatopoeia).
Discussion Questions – for discussion only, no written response required
2. Discuss what makes your child special – What -est do they think they are? (example:
silliest, smartest, tallest, kindest)
3. How does your child think he/she has grown from last year to this year?
4. How did Walt and his friends encourage each other? How could you encourage
someone?

Optional Extension Activity:
How are you unique? Walt found out he was neat – what are you? What makes you special,
unique, or feel good? On a piece of paper, write and draw about what makes you, you!
I am ___________________________!
And check out the other books in the Elephant & Piggie Like Reading Series!
**Return Book and Exit ticket on Friday____________
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Sample First Grade Interactive Literacy Homework
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First Grade Literacy Homework

Student Name: ______________________________________________
Book Title: The Last Stop on Market Street by Matt de la Pena, illustrated by Christian
Robinson
Book Information: This amazing book won three different awards – the Caldecott Medal for
best illustrator, the Newbery Medal for best book of the year, and the Coretta Scott King
Illustrator Honor. It is based on both the author and illustrator’s childhoods spent with their
grandmas.
Book Introduction: This book is about CJ and his grandma as they ride the bus around town
and learn to see beauty and fun in everyday places.
This book should be read by: Parent
1. Read the book aloud, giving your child chances to respond to the things they see in the
illustrations or hear the author describe
Discussion Questions – for discussion only, no written response required
2. Where did CJ and his grandma go to when the bus stopped? Why were they going
there?
3. CJ starts complaining at the beginning of the book because he doesn’t have a car or an
iPod like everyone else. How did his grandma help him appreciate what he had?
4. Tell about a time you helped someone. How did it make you feel?

Optional Extension Activity:
Practice visualizing - or making a picture or movie in your head to match the book. Read a
page or two aloud when the author describes a scene on the bus without showing the
illustration. Have your child draw what they hear. Then look to see how your child’s picture is
the same or different than the book.
Check out author Christian Robinson read the book aloud on YouTube PBS Kids!
**Return Book and Exit ticket on Friday_____________
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Dear families,
We would like your feedback about the new literacy homework – how it is going, what
you like and dislike, and how we can improve it. Our goal for this school year is to provide
homework that is meaningful and makes the most of your child’s after-school time. Please
return this survey at your earliest convenience. All responses will be anonymous. Thank you!
Please circle the response that most closely matches your answer:
Student grade:

K

1

2

On average, my child spends this much time each day on homework:
0 min

10-20 min.

20-30+ min.

The current amount of homework my child receives is:
Too little

Just right

Too much

Comments: _________________________________________________________________
The homework my child receives is relevant and meaningful to his/her learning:
Never

Sometimes

Often

Always

The homework books are: _____________________________________________________
Has the new literacy homework changed you or your child’s family time after school?
Yes

No

Comments: __________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________
My child’s homework could be improved by:
______________________________________________________________________________
Other Comments: ______________________________________________________________
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Appendix K
Teacher Homework Survey Check-In
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Dear Teachers,
Our goal for this school year is to think critically about our current homework practices
and ensure we are working towards best practices backed by homework research. We would like
your feedback about the new literacy homework – how it is going, what you like and dislike, and
how we can improve it. Please complete this survey honestly knowing all feedback is
anonymous. Return as soon as possible. Thank you!
Please rate and comment on each of the following parts of the new literacy homework:

A. Creating the
homework

1 Very
Dissatisfied

2 Dissatisfied

3 Satisfied

4 Very Dissatisfied

1

2

3

4

Comments: ________________________________________________________

B. Assigning
and managing
the materials

1

C. Parent
communication

1

2

3

4

Comments: ________________________________________________________

2

3

4

Comments: ________________________________________________________

D. Student
literacy
progress

1

2

3

4

Comments: ________________________________________________________

Overall parent/teacher reactions:

The homework could be improved by:
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